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Compelling Question: How did Hammurabi’s code solidify gender norms? 
This inquiry uses sections of Hammurabi’s Code adapted from the L.W. King translation to more 
deeply understand the impact this system had on women in 
Mesopotamia. This code was a compilation of almost three 
hundred laws on every aspect of life placed on stones 
throughout the region. These laws were likely compiled from 
standing traditions, not new laws. It is difficult to know how 
well enforced these laws were, but they were clearly recorded 
by a powerful King, Hammurabi, who believed a unified legal 
code would create a more stable society.  
  
Part A: Accusations 
 
1. If any one accuses another of murder but cannot 
prove it, then the accuser shall be put to death. 
 
2. If anyone accuses someone else of sorcery, the 
accused shall leap into the river, and if s/he drowns the 
accuser shall take possession of the accused's house and 
belongings. However, if the accused reaches the shore 
unharmed and the river thus proves that the accused is 
innocent of the charges, then the accuser shall be put to death, while the one who leaped 
into the river shall take possession of the house and belongings of the accuser. 
 
3. If any one brings an accusation that involves a capital murder charge and does not 
prove what he has charged, the accuser shall be put to death. 
 
127. If any one "point the finger" at (slanders or accuses of adultery) a holy woman or 
someone else’s wife but cannot prove it, this man shall be taken before the judges and 
his brow shall be marked (by cutting the skin, or perhaps cutting off half his hair.) 
 
Based on these laws, how was an accusation against a woman different from an 
accusation against a man? 
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Part B: Social Norms 
 
108. If a woman wineseller/tavern-keeper (feminine) does not accept grain according to 
gross weight in payment of drink, but takes money so that the price of the drink is less 
than that of the grain, she shall be convicted and thrown into the water. 
 
109. If outlaws meet in the tavern and are not captured and delivered to the 
court/palace, the female tavern-keeper shall be put to death. 
 
110. If a holy woman opens a tavern door or enters a tavern for a drink, she shall be 
burned to death. 
 
119. If anyone fails to repay a debt and thus settles the debt by selling a maid servant 
who has borne him children, for money, the money which the merchant has paid shall 
be repaid to him by the owner of the slave and she shall be freed. 
 
Based on these laws, how were women treated differently from men? 
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Part C: Divorce 
 
128. If a man takes a woman to wife, but has no intercourse with her or does not draw 
up a marriage contract, this woman is no wife to him. 
 
130. If a man violates the wife (betrothed or child-wife) of another man, who is still a 
virgin living in her father's house, and gets caught in the act, this man shall be put to 
death, but the wife is blameless. 
 
137. If a man wishes to separate from a woman who has borne him children, or from his 
wife who has borne him children, then he shall give that wife her dowry, and a part of 
the field, garden, and property, so that she can rear her children. When she has brought 
up her children, a portion of all that is given to the children, equal as that of one son, 
shall be given to her. She may then marry the man of her heart. 
 
138. If a man wishes to separate from his wife who has borne him no children, he shall 
give her the amount of her purchase money and the dowry which she brought from her 
father's house, and let her go. 
 
141. If a man's wife, who lives in his house, wishes to leave to engage in business, 
plunging them into debt, trying to ruin her house, and neglecting her husband, and is 
judicially convicted, if her husband wants a divorce, she may go on her way, and he 
gives her nothing as a gift of release. If her husband does not wish to release her, and 
instead chooses to take another wife, the first wife shall remain as servant in her 
husband's house. 
 
142. If a woman quarrel with her husband, and say: "You are not congenial to me," the 
reasons for her prejudice must be presented. If she is guiltless, and there is no fault on 
her part, but he leaves and neglects her, then no guilt attaches to this woman, she shall 
take her dowry and go back to her father's house. 
 
143. If she is not innocent, but leaves her husband, and ruins her house, neglecting her 
husband, this woman shall be cast into the water. 
 
Based on these laws, was it easy for women to get a divorce? Explain. 
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Part D: Status 
 
144. If a man takes a wife and this wife gives her husband a maid-servant for the 
purpose of bearing children, which she is herself unable to provide, and the maidservant 
then bears him children, but this man wishes to take another wife, this shall not be 
permitted; he shall not be allowed to take a second wife. 
 
145. If a man takes a wife, and she bears him no children, and he intends to take another 
wife: if he takes this second wife, and brings her into the house, this second wife shall 
not be allowed equality with his first wife. 
 
146. If a man takes a wife and she gives this man a maid-servant as a childbearer and the 
maid-servant does bear him children, then this maid assumes equality with the wife; 
because she has borne him children, her master shall not sell her for money, but he may 
keep her as a slave, reckoning her among the maid-servants. 
 
147. If she has not borne him children, then her mistress may sell her for money. 
 
Based on these laws, which women held the most value in a family? 
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Part E: Class 
 
209. If a man strikes a free-born woman so that she loses her unborn child, he shall pay 
ten shekels for her loss. 
 
210. If the woman dies, his daughter shall be put to death. 
 
211. If a woman of the free class loses her child by a blow, he shall pay five shekels in 
money. 
 
Based on these laws, which women were most valued in society? Where did a fetus 
rank? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


